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A multimodal framework for supporting academic writer’s perspectives, practice and
performance

Roisin Donnelly, Ita Kennelly, Claire McAvinia
Technological University Dublin

Abstract
Supporting writing remains an important dimension to the work of academic developers
particularly for early career academics and doctoral candidates. A small qualitative case study was
undertaken on an academic writing module to explore participants’ needs and evaluate a new
multimodal writing framework which sought to enhance publication opportunities while
supporting the development of writing practice. The framework introduced the modes of reading,
writing and reviewing as distinctive dimensions of the writing process and introduced practical
activities to build participants' confidence and skills working in each mode. It also prompted
participants to acknowledge, adopt and shift between the perspectives of reader, writer and
reviewer to develop their writing. The framework is proposed as an effective way of supporting
the writing of early career academics and doctoral students. Findings suggest that participants
considered the framework helpful to understand and adopt modes to enhance their writing
performance and improve their practice and confidence.

Keywords: academic writing; early career; doctoral writing multimodal; performance;
perspectives; practice.
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Introduction
Studies of academic writing in higher education have examined how institutions can best support
a sustainable academic writing culture for their staff. Since 2009, the Academic Writing &
Publishing (AWP) module has been delivered in an accredited postgraduate programme for
academic staff in an Irish higher education (HE) institution. Recently, there has been increased
interest among early career academics in developing writing practice and publication records.
Doctoral researchers have also joined AWP as they seek to publish their work and engage in
conferences. Early career academics find it challenging to start writing, and other pressing
requirements including teaching and assessment provide valid reasons to de-prioritise it. Similarly,
doctoral researchers are also often involved in teaching while working on research and experience
difficulties managing these competing demands (Aitchison and Lee, 2006).

Murray (2005) highlights guilt, fear and anxiety as recurring behaviours for academic writers and
Woods (1999) talks about pain as an indispensable accompaniment to the writing process. In recent
years, literature has described the guilt, fear and anxiety associated with academic writing. Heron
et al. (2020) discussed the performative climate of higher education, where academic outputs are
highly valorised, and professional academic writing has become ‘high stakes’, often framed as
fraught with anxiety. This has been exacerbated by the increasing pressure on academics to publish
to advance their careers - a phenomenon captured by the aphorism publish or perish (McGrail et
al., 2006). According to Aprile et al. (2020) early career academics are under growing pressure
from HE institutions to show improved research performance. Thomson and Kamler (2014, 1)
describe academics attending writing workshops as “stressed and distressed, working within
performance-driven university systems”. Thomson (2018, para5) identifies the prevalence of
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hyper-performativity in Australian universities where both doctoral research students and early
career researchers are being subjected to “idealised lists of research outputs'' which carry messages,
that “we should all be achieving and if we are not then we are either not doing enough or are
failing” (para 3).

Evidence suggests academic writing has become tied to performative achievement and publication.
However, behind the publication, there is an academic writer who may feel pressure acutely and
who may not enjoy writing at all. Participants attend academic writing workshops to learn about
writing to enhance their performance, but they also need reassurance, support, and guidance.
Supporting participants to publish is only one aspect of enhancing writing performance. We also
need to support writers’ self-efficacy and self-belief. This is about managing the writing process
effectively and overcoming some of the mental and emotional challenges that writing presents to
all (but particularly nascent) writers.

The primary aim of this study was to support the writing performance, perspectives, and practices
of nascent writers, particularly early career academics and doctoral researchers, in [named
institution]. The study was to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching and supporting writers using
a multimodal framework, and to examine whether the framework had the potential to be used to
support early career academics and doctoral researchers elsewhere. The research objectives for the
study were:
1.

To support the performance of early career writers through the trialling of a new
multimodal framework.
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2.

To evaluate this framework for early career writers’ practice, perspectives and
performance, as a tool for continuing to grow this module in a new Technological
University.

A context for re-thinking writing support
Our research stems from over a decade of experience and evaluations in delivering a professional
development module on Academic Writing and Publishing (AWP) at [named institution]. The
institution was designated as a Technological University in January 2019, the first of its kind and
the largest HE institution in Ireland, with an academic staff numbering 1500. [named institution]
emphasises practice as part of the student experience, with a range of opportunities in the
curriculum applying theory to real-world contexts, for example through placements and
community-based learning. Recently, significant university reorganisation has had implications
for supporting larger numbers of academic staff engaging in research and publishing.

The AWP module was originally developed as part of a master’s programme in higher education
but recently participation from early career academics, doctoral students, and researchers has
increased. The expectations and needs of participants have shifted, with greater emphasis on
writing for publication and career advancement. Participants of AWP usually wish to publish a
paper in an area of professional interest in a peer-reviewed journal of their choice. They can have
different needs and objectives and wide-ranging writing experience, but can also share practice,
peer learning and insightful discussions.
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Our review of the module approach was prompted by this shift in cohort. The objective was to
enhance the experience for participants while maintaining the strong ethos of feedback and peer
exchange. We also reconsidered writers’ priorities more conclusively, acknowledging their need
to demonstrate writing performance through publication but also recognising the need for
supporting participants to better manage and even enjoy the process of writing. We saw
opportunities clarify and emphasise anew three clearly delineated modes of reader, writer and
reviewer as a means of supporting participants’ developing writing practice and aspirations to be
published. The three modes could provide an overarching structure to the future module delivery
and re-shape some of the ways the participants experience the module and writing process. For the
duration of the AWP module in 2019, participants were supported to adopt the perspective of each
mode and to engage in a range of reading, writing and reviewing practices to enhance their practice,
perspectives and performance (Table 1). The Literature Review presents an analysis of the
literature underpinning the AWP module and the development of the multimodal framework.

Table 1: Overview of AWP Module Delivery
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Accreditation

10 ECTs

Delivery

AWP has a protracted module delivery spanning across a semester or
over two semesters to allow for, drafting, revision and completion of
a final paper. Module delivery comprises five face-to-face classes and
two optional 1 hour writing clinics (can be online or f2f) for support.

Cohort Size

15-20 participants per intake each academic year.

Curriculum

Reader mode: Digital Literacy workshop; Literature reviews; Online
Journal Club.
Writer mode: Generating ideas for a journal paper in online forum;
Planning for writing; Critical thinking, reading and writing;
Structuring an academic paper.
Reviewer mode: Listening skills from audio feedback on drafts;
Conference Presentation Skills; Blended Peer Review.

Activity

Participants produce a journal paper for a target journal of their choice
and also prepare a presentation on the topic of the paper.
Additional collaborative writing activities are built into the f2f classes
and are supported by online group activities (journal reading, writing
outlines, peer feedback etc.). Such activities provide opportunities for
continuous engagement in between classes and help to build a writing
community among participants.

Literature Review
Synopsis of Academic Writing Challenges
Lamott (1994, 7) described writing as “a matter of persistence and faith and hard work”. The
difficulties associated with writing are well-chronicled in the creative field but also with respect
to academic writing. They encompass anxiety about the process (Murray, 2013; McLeod, Steckley
and Murray, 2012), fear of exposure, (Turner, Brown and Edwards-Jones, 2013), self-doubt
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(Cameron, Nairn and Higgins, 2009), and the invocation of ‘imposter-syndrome’ (Mole, 2020).
Other difficulties relate to finding time to write (Grant and Knowles, 2000; Moore, 2003; McGrail,
Rickard and Jones, 2006), the lack of knowing where to start and motivation to start (Moore, 2003;
Murray, 2013). French (2018) has discussed a ‘Fail Better’ approach: experiences of struggle and
failure with academic writing are part of an inevitable and necessary process as students ‘write
themselves’ into new disciplinary-based academic writing communities. This echoes writing
guidance by Becker (1983, 91) that “no one learns to write all at once, that learning, on the
contrary, goes on for a professional lifetime”. Learning to be an academic writer is a process that
can challenge authors and exacerbate their apprehension. Kempenaar and Murray (2019) argue for
writing support that helps academics to develop strong performance beliefs by developing selfbelief and by developing and practising writing skills. Turner et al. (2013, 89) note that academic
writers also need to “develop resilience and robustness” to survive an often ruthless journal peer
review process and the likely rejection of their work.

The complexity of writing involves a range of processes which Hyland (2009) outlines as three
theoretical conceptions of academic writing: as text, as process, and as a social practice. These
conceptions provide a useful basis for understanding some of the competing drivers associated
with academic writing, and for considering how to support academic writers to meet the
performative demands of their role. Viewing writing as a process introduces writers to the
incremental tasks involved in producing a paper (drafting, crafting, editing, and proofreading). In
workshops, breaking down the stages of writing to distinctive tasks helps writers to start sooner
and reduces the anxiety of the blank page. Thinking about the process also recognises the
emotional and physical exertion involved in producing an academic paper. It acknowledges the
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presence of a writer and the affective domain (Bloom et al., 1956) which can influence any writer’s
success. This means acknowledging writers’ ups and downs and providing a balance of
encouragement and challenge to sustain their efforts.

Considering writing as a social practice shifts the focus from solitary writer producing a text to a
process permeated by social influences and discourses. Academic writing is “embedded in a tangle
of cultural, historical practices that are both institutional and disciplinary” (Kamler and Thomson,
2008, 508). To develop and progress, writers, particularly doctoral students, need to learn the
disciplinary “code” and seek to conform to the conventions, norms and discourses of a scholarly
community (Bartholomae, 1986). They need to acknowledge rules and expectations of a wider
disciplinary community (Kamler and Thomson, 2014) and remember their reader who needs to be
able to understand their writing.

Supporting Writers (through product, process, community and identity)
Murray (2013, 13) highlights a number of practical challenges when it comes to academic writing:
getting started and overcoming procrastination, making time for writing alongside other demands,
and maintaining momentum through “productive practices” which help writers to write regularly.
Productive practices are about the regularity of producing an output, which has become a
significant driver for academics attending writing workshops. Attending a writing workshop has
become increasingly popular to safeguard time for writing and produce a written output (Moore,
2003).
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There is growing literature (Price et al., 2015; McKay and Monk, 2017) on the pressures faced by
early career academics including managing teaching loads, employment uncertainty, and
performing with writing outputs for promotion (Mercer 2013, 126). In a writing workshop, it is
important to recognise the participants’ goals for developing a publishable text for their career
advancement and/or job security. We must also recognise the interplay between motivation and
dejection in writing, and occasional loss of confidence. Moore (2003, 335) highlights the need for
“an atmosphere of trust and safety for productive writing”. Writers need a supportive process with
encouragement, moving writing from being an isolating endeavour to a shared experience.
Feedback from facilitators is key, and the workshop environment also provides opportunities for
practical support for paired work and peer feedback. This setting removes some of the isolation
and lack of confidence experienced (Murray, 2013; Moore, 2003).

Part of being a member of this collaborative writing community is about thinking and operating
like a writer. Grant and Knowles (2000, 17) argued that it was necessary to write regularly as a
daily event to develop a writer identity whereby “doing writer” will contribute to producing a
“writer self”. Fernsten and Reda (2011, 180) discuss the importance of adopting a writer identity,
noting: “when they see themselves as writers, they act like writers”. Woods (1999, 11) argued that
academic writing is an opportunity to explore not what you do to the data but rather “what you do
to yourself”. Acknowledgement of writer identity is important in a workshop where there are
diverse individuals with different experiences and expectations of writing and of themselves. For
doctoral students particularly, emphasis has been placed on the importance of writer identity
formation. Kamler and Thomson (2008, 508) see doctoral writing as a process of “becoming and
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belonging” which involves a mix of textual work and identity work which are “formed together in
and through writing”.

In AWP module workshops, individuals often have to explore their approach to writing, their
interests as an academic, and to reflect on whether they have the resilience and motivation to be
an academic writer. They are encouraged to also consider their evolving writing identity and to
question the assumptions they make about this. This involves discussion about writing, about
expectations and the assumptions that participants have about writing in their discipline.

From Implicit to Explicit: The emergence of a multimodal framework
While the three modes of working existed implicitly in the AWP module, as facilitators, we
questioned whether participants valued some of the activities that formed part of each modality
and whether they connected some of these learning activities with their own writing practice. We
wanted to explore making the modalities more explicit and connected for module participants. We
wanted to explore whether the framework could be a useful mechanism to build awareness of key
activities that form part of the writing process when it was shown and discussed and began to
introduce these ideas to the cohort of learners on the AWP module in 2019.

The framework engaged participants from different standpoints building emphasis on developing
their critical reading and reviewing skills alongside writing and, in addition, created an opportunity
to consider the notion of switching between modes. By being aware of each modality, participants
also became aware of switching modalities and this helped writers to read other writing more
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critically and also to better evaluate their own work through the eyes of an editor or a potential
reader. The three modes are explained in more detail next.

The reader mode relates to the development and enhancement of critical reading skills. Readings
include papers outside participants’ own disciplines as well as on academic writing and academic
practice. We encourage participants to step out of their own fields, to reflect on their assumptions
as a reader, and examine the purpose of literature in writing. Critical reading in the module is
facilitated in group activities in class workshops, and also asynchronously through an Online
Journal Club.

The writer mode is about getting participants writing from day 1 of the module. We introduce
different stages of writing and different methods to start writing early, building on the premise that
any writing is worthwhile and that writing is thinking (Richardson, 2005). Writing is encouraged
in the first session to help students’ thinking, brainstorming, and the organisation of ideas for their
journal paper using techniques such as freewriting (Elbow, 1998) and writing to prompts (Murray,
2005). This mode is about building confidence, trialling, gathering ideas and producing a text
which is not perfect, but which can be developed.

The reviewer mode relates to the participant taking on the role of peer reviewer of others’ writing.
This mode is designed to increase critical reading of articles by participants but also to encourage
synthesis of the criteria of judgement used by reviewers of journals. Participants build an
understanding of the scope and expectations of a target journal for their own journal papers. They
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are involved in peer review pairings to offer support and critique of each other’s work, and to
support the continued evaluation of their own work.

The focus of our research was to explore participants’ responses to the evolving framework and to
evaluate its usefulness as a tool to support early career writers. The methodology for evaluation of
this innovation in the module, findings and discussion are considered in the next section.

Methodology
A qualitative case study methodology (Yin, 2003; Baxter and Jack, 2008) was considered
appropriate. We were interested to explore both our theoretical construction of the approaches to
academic writing in the case of this module, and in turn the theoretical construction of the module
by participants (Rule and Mitchell John, 2015). Participants were acting within the context of their
disciplines and career stages. As we viewed it, the phenomenon was that of new writers becoming
critically aware of the modes of reader, reviewer and writer in the context of developing their
academic writing. The qualitative case study approach was implemented in two stages using a
mixed methods design (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 2007). This allowed us to explore how
individuals perceived the AWP module, and whether they better understood the modes that they
engaged with. This qualitative case study approach facilitated exploration of the phenomenon of
academic writing support within its context in the AWP module using a variety of data sources,
enabling close collaboration between the researchers and participants, while enabling the latter to
tell their stories (Crabtree and Miller, 1999). A case study was chosen because the case was the
experiences of early career academics with three modes, but the case could not be considered
without the context, the Technological University, and more specifically the participants’ writing
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practice, perspectives and performances. It was in these settings that the experiences of the three
modes were developed and better understood. This type of exploratory case study is suited to
situations in which the intervention being evaluated has no clear, single set of outcomes (Yin,
2003).

In Stage 1, the three modes of reader, writer and reviewer were trialled within the AWP module.
The driver for this stage was to make these modes more explicit and establish what is the value of
this from the participants’ perspective. In Stage 2, data was gathered from participants to examine
the value of using the framework. Ethical considerations were given full attention. Participants
were not invited to participate until after the end of the module, when their work had been assessed.
The Centre in which the facilitators were located has existing institutional ethical approval from
the relevant committee for evaluation of its programmes with participants. This written protocol
was used to inform the development of research instruments and the appropriate data protection
and consent forms.

Data Gathering and Analysis
Six participants from a cohort of 16 students of the 2019 cohort were interviewed on an individual
basis by one of the AWP facilitators during February 2019. Participants were invited to participate
and to give their views on their writing and the supports for writing in the AWP module. Interviews
lasted approximately 45-60 minutes and were recorded and fully transcribed with the consent of
each participant. Participants were selected to represent the diverse cohort of the AWP module and
different stages of experience in academic writing to reflect the challenges across a range of
experience levels. This also mirrored changes in module participation from predominantly
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Master’s students to staff across the institution from different disciplines and at different career
stages. We also included PhD participants as early career academics. Some AWP participants who
were previously in non-academic roles are now researching, sharing common ground with the
early career staff. The six participants comprised: 1) PhD student, male; 2) Lecturer, male; 3)
Programme manager/co-ordinator, female; 4) Lecturer, female; 5) Early career lecturer, male; 6)
PhD student, female. All participated as ‘students’ on the module.

Interview questions focused on exploring:
•

motivation for taking the module;

•

role of academic writing in participants’ professional and/or writer identity;

•

confidence as an academic writer before and after module;

•

usefulness of the multi-modal framework as a way to understand the writing process

•

usefulness of the distinctions of the three modes reader, writer, reviewer to understanding their
own writing practice as well as aspects for their own writing development;

•

role of feedback on the module.

Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was employed to analyse responses and to generate
themes in relation to the three modes of working. An inductive exploratory approach to data
analysis captured other themes that emerged. Each of the three facilitators read all six interview
transcripts, making notes on one of the three modes and forming initial codes and themes for that
mode; we then rotated the analysis of the transcripts for the subsequent two modes, and repeated
the process. This process helped ensure a comprehensive and inductive approach to data analysis
and opened useful conversations on interpretation of data and researcher positionality throughout.
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We remained cognisant for issues of double agency when staff involve students as participants in
their research and the work of Ferguson, Yonge and Myrick (2004) is useful for indicating bias
and the ethical implications to counter it.

We then analysed the data in terms of gaining a deeper understanding of key concerns/observations
about reading, writing and reviewing from the participants’ perspectives, and to learn as facilitators
how we could bring the three modes ‘alive’ as part of the module learning experience. Data
analysis revealed similar themes to those emerging in other academic writing studies including
lack of confidence, the importance of feedback in supporting writing, the challenges of time
constraints and finally the advantages of writing in a community (Moore, 2003; Murray, 2005;
Aitchison and Lee, 2006; Fernsten and Reda, 2011; French, 2018). Questions more closely related
to the framework itself revealed clear benefits for students, namely that breaking down the writing
process into different modalities provided new opportunities for clarifying the different processes
of writing and for opening more focused discussions on writing. In relation to generalisability, it
is important to acknowledge a small cohort of participants in this study. However, the study
reinforces prior research on some of the difficulties experienced in writing and demonstrates that
there are opportunities to address some writer concerns through this framework.
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[Figure 1 near here]
Figure 1: Thematic analysis of findings mapped to the modalities framework

Discussion of Findings
Findings are presented and discussed thematically according to the three modes reader, reviewer,
writer. Following our analytical strategy, the emergent themes for each mode have been used to
organise findings, rather than presentation according to each interview question. The findings note
that an interchange between reading, writing and reviewing is important as a tool for tutors
supporting participants. The framework offers an opportunity to present a theorised approach to
our module design, but this has scope to grow. Kensington-Miller and Carter (2019) report similar
findings on their implementation of a structured framework within a community of practice of
academic writers: a mix of factors affected the success of a third iteration of their generic academic
development course. The emphasis in the AWP module on writing and reviewing echoes
Aitchison’s (2009) work with doctoral writing groups, confirming the value of constructive
critique by peers reviewing papers, and underlining the value of seeing writing as a social activity.

Reader Mode
In reader mode, participants are asked to consider what is interesting about what they read, what
shows quality in writing, and what excites them as readers. Participants found critical reading
activities in AWP beneficial, talking about the benefits of organising their reading and developing
a method for reading texts. One participant had “heroes” whose work he valued and to whom he
returned regularly: the practice pre-dated the module but was more consciously undertaken now.
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Participants were focused on rigour in their referencing – not “any old thing” – instead seeking the
most relevant citations to support a point being made.

Critical reading had also given participants a better understanding of how papers were structured
and presented, for example, they were more aware of the different kinds of literature review such
as systematic review. They felt better equipped to make and argue points. They became conscious
of their own reading practices and articulated them: one person discussed reading quickly initially,
then scanning section headings before deciding whether to read again. Close reading helped to
identify techniques they could use in their own literature reviews and descriptions of methodology.
The tools used in the module allowed participants to organise, manage and undertake their reading:
“the sheet with the summary of what you’ve read, I think that was super helpful and, you know,
kind of wish I had been doing that for a long time”. Critical reading skills were transferable: a
participant supervising students commented that improving his critical reading supported
supervision and built confidence.

However, the online journal club was a more mixed experience for the participants, an
unanticipated finding. The journal club ran fully online over a two-week period, beginning after
the second class of the module. It is a formative activity, but we emphasized its importance as part
of the reader mode of the framework to help support systematic and critical reading. Usually, four
groups are formed of 4-5 participants (with a mix of genders and disciplines). All groups have a
dedicated discussion forum space in the VLE but other decisions on how to communicate and
collaborate are left to each group. Each group was provided with 3 different articles relating to
academic writing to read and discuss, along with a template to support critique adapted from
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Wallace and Wray (2006). They also had the option of devising their own approach to the critique.
At the end, each group presented their succinct analysis of the articles to the cohort along with
critique of the activity itself.

Findings showed that there was a mismatch of interests between some group members: “wasn't
lack of interest, but maybe there just wasn't a great group fit”. However, participants did see the
potential of collaborative, social reading. Research has frequently shown the difficulties of
engaging students with academic reading, and that this presents difficulties with critical thinking
and academic writing (Pirttimaa, 2015). For academics, the journal club method could be brought
to their own practice as an active learning approach to getting their students reading high-quality
academic sources, understanding their structure, and helping with comprehension, interpretation,
paraphrasing, and synthesis. However, if the academics themselves found this process difficult to
engage with, or less productive than other activities, this raises questions for its continued inclusion
in AWP.

The Writer Mode
Participant responses were analysed on their experienced challenges to writing, their motivation
for writing, the relationship of writing and feedback, being a member of a writing community and
the development of a writing identity.

Writing Challenges
Participants raised the challenge of academic writing and difficulty of balancing it with other work.
Time (or lack of) cropped up frequently. For some participants this related to the level of work
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required, remarking that to bring a paper “to an acceptable standard is extremely time consuming.”
Others noted the competing demands of combining a busy teaching timetable with writing, and
the need to prioritise teaching to teach well. Another lecturer observed that writing was pushed
outside office hours, making the process more protracted than he wished: “a lot of the writing is
done at the side, you know sitting down in the evenings scribbling a few points down or something
like that rather than a concentrated piece of work”.

One participant identified her own perfectionism as her chief inhibitor explaining: “a huge critic
goes on in my head... cos I’m a perfectionist, so literally there was a time when I’d have to delete
every sentence, start changing words to find a better word”. However, she also acknowledged the
change in her approach during the AWP module which breaks the writing process into stages and
encourages participants to draft extensively and freely (Elbow, 1998). The participant noted that
incremental drafting had reduced the pressure: “I was like, just write, just get it down, it’s not
perfect, it’s definitely not…and then...when you look back, a few days later, it wasn’t that bad.”
These comments reaffirm the module’s structure of small writing targets and low-stakes drafting
to get participants writing. When the writers moved into the perspectives of reviewer and reader,
it helped reorient them from writing for perfection, alleviating their apprehension.

Motivations to write
Motivations to write were varied. One PhD student’s motivation was pragmatic: the module was
a way to improve her writing skills for her doctorate. An early career researcher/lecturer found that
she had lost confidence in her writing having not written since her doctoral thesis. She observed
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“as the distance builds up, your confidence kind of dissolves”. The module offered her an incentive
to write again with targets and regain her confidence.

Participants also outlined more performative motivations to write. They identified a perceived
urgency to be seen to publish for their career progression and to enhance their professional
reputation, the “boxes you need to tick”. The language used was outcome-focused. One lecturer
explained how she had data from a doctoral thesis and felt the pressure to “just thrash it out there,
get it done, get it done, get it done well, in time, and out there before it becomes, like outdated.”
Another doctoral student framed his motivation in the doctoral and supervision process: “I had
data and I had a supervisor who was very keen to publish this data. And, I kind of said well, look
there’s a module I can do and it meant I can set aside the time to write, and we can get this thing
published.”

Another lecturer identified his interest in writing for publication to contribute to his discipline and
raise his reputation within the disciplinary community: “I want to write and publish and tell people
– maybe, if I do get published, it does actually enhance my standing with my peers, especially if
it’s in a quality journal.”

The language used by participants demonstrates instrumental motivations. Participants want to be
better writers but also more productive writers. The module’s focus on producing a journal paper
therefore aligns with participant motivations while encouraging a more expansive view on the
writing process. Our analysis highlights the benefits of a writing community and encourages
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recognition of the more emotional aspects of writing where participants consider, and perhaps
forgive, their need to build confidence and resilience.

Writing and Feedback
Participants noted a direct link between improved confidence in writing and the support and
feedback received from module tutors and peers. Dialogic approaches to feedback (Nicol, 2010)
developed over many years in AWP may explain this. Detailed qualitative feedback is given at
several key stages, with prompts and questions focused on the improvement and development of
the writing. One participant highlighted the incentivising role of feedback for her work. Knowing
she would receive feedback prompted her to start writing: “if I have nothing, then there’s nothing
to get feedback on. So, I just kind of sat down and did it.” Hearing positive voices was a way to
appease her own critical voice “this critic that tells me constantly this sentence is crap”.

Another participant who acknowledged both a lack of experience and confidence in writing
detailed the personal impact of the feedback on her motivation to write. The depth and care of
feedback received incentivised her to put more work into her own writing: “I just got feedback
from [tutor] and it was brilliant feedback, like she put so much effort into it… And I kind of went,
oh God, this means I have to do loads more work, you know, the fact that she put so much effort
into it was, you know, gave me positivity because I said, well look at the support she’s giving you.”
Participants’ views on feedback validate the tutors’ approach in AWP. This multi-stage feedback
demands time and dedication, but the participants’ responses underline its importance in enhancing
the journal papers and developing writer confidence.
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A Writing Community
Participants acknowledged the value of sharing practice and experiences. The opportunity to
discuss writing, and find out that colleagues also struggled, was valued. It reassured and
invigorated participants and the perception of a personal failing changed into an acknowledgement
of common challenges experienced by all. “I found that people have the same problems that I
have. And it wasn’t just me.”

Participants appreciated having an audience for early ideas and research. One highlighted the
incentive of “having people interested.” Another appreciated the community that formed in the
module as a “kind of support system”, offering an opportunity for “getting the feedback and that
kind of review from fellow academics”. The idea of writing for other readers helped participants
reflect on their writing and shifted their focus to potential readers’ interests. One participant
observed: “the biggest thing (..) was you’re writing for an audience. Once I had that in the back
of my head, I flew through the paper so I said well I know who I’m writing for.”

Writing and early career academic identity
Participants were asked about the role of academic writing in their professional identity and there
were mixed responses. For the early career researchers, there seemed to be clarity on writing as
part of their professional identity. One researcher observed “I call myself a researcher. If you asked
me what I do, I’d say I do research but I identify as a writer because I write a lot.” Another PhD
researcher noted “publishing is part of my daily life.” By contrast, for someone working in a
management role in the university, the module clarified her non-academic identity: “It’s not for
me! “they [academics] have to publish, they have that pressure...It’s reinforcing my opinion that
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I really don’t think an academic role would be for me.” Lecturers in the group had a less clear-cut
view of writing as part of academic identity. They identified the competing challenges of teaching,
writing, and the more instrumental need to be recognised as actively writing. This recognition
could enable them to achieve a better balance in the overall demands of their lecturing role: “I was
sort of thinking that if I did get a few articles published, I might be able to justify a slight reduction
in lecturing hours to generate more.”

Reviewer Mode
Reviewer mode was important in helping participants understand that submitting a manuscript to
a journal can be a stressful experience, taking longer than expected with multiple rounds of review
and revision. Enabling module participants to become familiar with peer review ensures that their
paper meets all the requirements of their target journal in advance and should lessen the number
of required revisions during ‘real’ peer review, potentially accelerating publication. A combination
of self-directed and peer revision in AWP demonstrated that mastering writing requires both
repetition and critical analysis.

Highlighting benefits of becoming a peer-reviewer
Peer review of each other’s papers in pairs, supported by a rubric, was an excellent way to enhance
participants’ understanding of effective writing. It allowed them to become familiar with a range
of peer-reviewed journals with an international scope, providing support for the development of
research skills for those early in their careers and the opportunity to comment critically on what is
meant by ‘cutting edge’ research.

23

Immersed in the mode of reviewer, participants spoke about looking at the draft journal papers
from the three perspectives of self, peer and editor. One participant identified becoming better at
appraising her own work: “I had an opportunity to review my style and approach to writing.”
Another discussed how the ongoing process of “writing and reviewing triggered self-reflection.”
A third talked about how the process of self-review on the module had helped him to question his
own approach to writing.

The quality of reviewer feedback is vital: the audio feedback from tutors was vital for participants
to progress their paper from an outline to a full draft. Formative feedback in peer review was
considered helpful to move forward in writing by one participant: “getting feedback is motivation
if good and even if it’s negative, it’s a starting point.” Learning the mechanics of peer review were
highlighted by a second participant, to increase understanding of the journal’s scope and aims and
have awareness of editorial/reviewer demands. A third participant reported that “seeing things
from an editor point of view is valuable – to help them make decisions”. Several participants
mentioned the benefits of a structure to review papers (rubric with criteria), and one indicated the
potential of bringing the journal club activity into his own discipline to develop review skills
amongst his colleagues. Yet another discussed how being in reviewer mode developed his
awareness of how journal reviewers operate and to understand why editors reject articles.

Disciplines impacting reviewing
The role of the discipline emerged as important when matching peer reviewers on AWP: “it's a
rich environment to have open discussion about sample sizes and valid or replicable or
generalisable research findings, having STEM against social sciences.” While all participants
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found peer review challenging, but it “was a good challenge.” Due to her professional role, one
participant indicated that while the peer-review process was interesting to experience, a lack of
connection with the other person had an impact, and it “did not really resonate due to a perception
of different specialisms and lack of commonality”. Another participant echoed this when indicating
that review would be more useful from academics in the same discipline. However, a third
participant considered peer review with someone outside his discipline as an important way to
generate new ideas on a topic. Time was a challenge too: after initial exchanges, some of the pairs
indicated that there was insufficient time for a follow-up discussion.

The impact of the peer review process was considered by all participants, with one commenting
on his “awareness of the effects of reviewers reading his work.” Another reported that having
“somebody who’s just put a bit of considered thought, has actually kind of looked at what you’ve
written, to get that bouncing back, those ideas, would just give you another train of thought that’ll
enhance the paper even further.” McDowell and Lijek (2020) argue that more attention to training
for early career researchers in peer review is long overdue, with Sherley (2020) suggesting that the
place for peer review training is in classes and journal clubs and not through the actual review of
articles.

In the review pairs, peer discussion of one another’s work was considered useful for increasing the
potential for learning from each other: “I love listening to what other people are doing.” “Sharing
the knowledge, that was kind of new to me. But I can see the benefits of it… could also be a writing
community.” Observing how another writer’s work can hit problems does not necessarily save the
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peer from making the same errors. However, participants have said that they can become invested
in the work and, subsequently, the success of their peers.

Questions emerged on how we as tutors manage the peer review process effectively in the future,
establishing trust, matching reviewers, and perhaps starting earlier in the AWP schedule. We are
considering introducing a peer review mentoring dimension to strengthen the process. Findings by
Adamson (2012) show mentoring yielding benefits in sensitising new reviewers on how to give
constructive feedback to authors.

Cycling through Modes
Taken together, our findings show that participants in AWP could identify the three modes of our
framework as contributing to the development of their academic writing. However, this was
arguably something they did more easily post hoc than during AWP. They began AWP as
individuals with individual motivations, but they began to engage collaboratively through reader
and reviewer modes, rather than continuing in individual writer mode. The realisation that
feedback could be dialogic, and could support the development of their writing, also supported
this transition. The modes of reader, writer, and reviewer are necessarily treated separately in our
analysis but were intertwined in terms of how the novice writers developed their practice. This
research shows connections between modes which are not yet fully clear. This clarity would be
likely to emerge more fully with a clearer articulation of the framework within the module itself.
This could show how the links can be made between phases of activity throughout the module,
and the phases of writing being undertaken.
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Conclusion
This study identifies an approach to support academic writing that has applicability to early career
researchers and novice writers, and more experienced writers interested in developing their
practice. It reports on the adoption of a practical framework (consisting of a multimodal focus of
reading, writing, reviewing) to an existing module to support participants to shift between these
three skills as a practical device for developing writing and publication skills. Although this paper
reports on a small case study, the framework has been developed over years of teaching this
module. There was a timely opportunity to review/evaluate existing practices and trial a new
approach as a foundation for improvement and consolidation. This practice is relevant to the work
of academic developers in supporting the writing of academics.

As facilitators, we have learned of the challenges around peer feedback and the need for increased
opportunities to make the modes more explicit in our delivery. Developing more visual
representations of the framework as part of the module could signpost the modalities during
workshops. There are opportunities to explore further how the shifting modalities affect writer
identity.

We can now see a clear opportunity to further develop the framework and include ideas for
implementing the three modes in the future delivery of AWP. Findings indicate that the multimodal
framework provides a useful way to conceptualize the different approaches to supporting reading,
writing and reviewing for early career academics and to create increased awareness of the different
processes involved in academic writing. Delivering a module using the three modes provided also
embedded support and allowed participants to practice their academic reading, writing and
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reviewing skills in a positive and constructive environment where they could reflect individually
or collectively on the application of the different modalities to their writing practice. This context
of working and learning provided the opportunity to enhance their overall effectiveness as writers,
their self-confidence as writers and finally, their enjoyment of the writing process.

In the context of the new Technological University, this framework can be scaled up to support
more early career academics wanting to flourish in their publishing journey. There is potential to
build in writer’s retreats as a valuable professional development opportunity and conduct further
research on this across other university settings. Moore (2003) has argued that providing such an
opportunity can be important, helping to support more productive patterns of academic writing
among participating academics. In the context of this current study, the experiences and insights
gained from participating in a writing retreat, may impact the ‘motivation to write’ among early
career academics, and may also be scaled up for the entire university.
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